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Framing as status or benefits? Consumers’ reactions to hierarchical loyalty program 
communication 
Abstract 
 
Purpose: A fundamental aspect of hierarchical loyalty programs is that some consumers get 
rewards that others do not. Despite the widespread use of such programs, academics have long 
debated whether these benefits are outweighed by the potential negative impact of the 
differential treatment of customers. This study extends our understanding, examining the impact 
of message framing on consumers’ reactions to hierarchical loyalty structures. 
 
Design/methodology/approach: Three online studies were conducted. Study 1 uses 
advertisements to manipulate the message frame’s emphasis (benefits vs. status). Study 2 
manipulates consumers’ frame of thought by directing their attention to either changes in 
benefits or status. Finally, Study 3 uses the proposed framework to reconcile contradictory 
findings from past research.  
 
Findings: Low-frequency customers who do not expect to qualify for a superior customer tier 
tend to reject hierarchical programs when thinking about status. In contrast, when these 
customers think about concrete rewards, loyalty program messages produce no negative 
reactions. High-frequency customers are positively affected by communication regardless of the 
type of benefits framed. 
 
Research limitations/implications: All studies were done online potentially limiting the 
external validity of the results. Nevertheless, the impact of message framing on perceptions 
about the loyalty program seems to be quite robust across different studies and manipulations.  
 
Practical implications: When communicating with low-frequency customers managers should 
avoid promising status; customers should instead be motivated based on concrete rewards. High-
frequency customers are indifferent to alternative emphasis of communication frames. 
 
Originality/value: Marketing academics have acknowledged the importance of being able to 
reward top customers without demotivating light and moderate users. Our research is the first to 
provide a solution to this issue.  
 
Keywords: Loyalty programs, hierarchy, status, rewards, low-frequency customers, framing  
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Framing as status or benefits? Consumers’ reactions to hierarchical loyalty program 
communication 
 
Introduction  
Loyalty programs have become prevalent across a variety of service industries as they allow 
firms to gather and use behavioral data to deliver targeted marketing activities (Liu, 2007). Many 
loyalty programs sort customers into categories based on various criteria (e.g. level of spending, 
frequency of visit) and treat customers in each category differently (Bijmolt et al., 2010; Kumar 
and Shah, 2004; Lee et al., 2014; Wansink, 2003). Customers deemed most valuable to the firm 
are typically prioritized and offered exclusive benefits that are unavailable to other customers. 
For instance, it is common for top-tier frequent flyers to obtain early flight boarding privileges 
and access to exclusive airport lounge areas. Structuring loyalty programs in this manner is 
intended to reward customers commensurate with their level of commitment to the firm, as 
shown by their past behavior.  
As would be expected, top-tier customers tend to be more satisfied because of the special 
benefits they accrue (Drèze and Nunes, 2009; Lacey et al., 2007; Wetzel et al., 2014). However, 
the effect of loyalty program structures on those customers who do not qualify for special 
treatment is uncertain and under-examined. From the firm’s point of view low-frequency 
customers are provided with a signal that they can also reach top-tier status, which should 
motivate them to increase their participation in the firm’s offerings (Kim et al., 2009). In 
support, prior research has shown empirical evidence for this motivating factor when top-tier 
membership seems within reach (Drèze and Nunes, 2011). 
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Nevertheless, research on social comparisons suggests that upward comparisons are 
generally ego-deflating, particularly when those at the bottom of a hierarchy do not expect to 
achieve a superior target (Brickman and Bulman, 1977; Lockwood and Kunda, 1997, 1999; 
Tesser, 1988). The danger, therefore, is that a large base of low-frequency customers will 
become dissatisfied with the firm offerings when thinking about unequal treatment (Drèze and 
Nunes, 2009; Fournier et al., 1998; Henderson et al., 2011; Steinhoff and Palmatier, 2014; 
Wagner et al., 2009). Thus, while the benefits of preferential treatment for top-tier customers 
seem to be clear the effectiveness of this strategy for low-frequency customers may be much 
more nuanced.  
The aim of the present research is to examine low-frequency customers’ responses to 
hierarchical loyalty program structures. We propose that customers’ responses to tiered 
structures are a function of the type of benefits consumers evoke at the time of judgment. While 
a hierarchical program structure involves the unequal allocation of status and concrete benefits 
(rewards) to its members, firms may choose to emphasize one aspect or another when 
communicating their loyalty programs. Framing theory seems particularly relevant in this regard. 
Consistent with the emphasis framing effect (Druckman, 2004; Nelson et al., 1997), by 
emphasizing a subset of potentially relevant considerations marketers can lead consumers to 
focus on either status or benefits when constructing their opinions about the loyalty program. 
Emphasis frames provide meaning to messages and suggest how consumers should understand 
and think about them (Nelson and Kinder, 1996).  
Because status is a ranking system that is closely tied to social comparisons we expect that 
status will have a significant negative impact on low-frequency customers who do not expect to 
qualify for a superior tier. For these customers status-framed messages should motivate them to 
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avoid feelings of ego-deflation and discomfort. In contrast, concrete benefits do not lead to social 
comparisons and are less likely to have a negative impact on low-frequency customers. Thus, 
messages framed in terms of concrete benefits should lead these customers to think about the 
potential benefits of their loyalty program membership.  
This paper is structured as follows. We first discuss the relevant literature on framing 
effects and loyalty program benefits to develop a theoretical backbone for our perspective. 
Subsequently we present results from three studies providing empirical evidence for the 
proposed hypotheses. In the final section, we integrate the findings and discusses theoretical and 
managerial implications. 
 
Theoretical background 
Framing theory 
Framing theory asserts that consumer decision-making is a function of how a problem is 
presented or framed, and represents one of the most influential examples of consumer 
irrationality (Tversky and Kahneman, 1986). For example, people are more likely to reject an 
employment policy when told that it will result in 5 percent unemployment but prefer it when the 
outcome will be 95 percent employment (Quattrone and Tversky, 1988). Framing effects violate 
a basic principle of rational choice theory: that individuals’ preferences should not depend on 
alternative ways of eliciting the same preference (Druckman, 2004).  
The literature on framing has identified two different types of framing effects. On one 
hand, valence framing examines how presenting the same critical information in either positive 
or negative frames causes individuals to have different preferences. For example, the seminal 
work of Tversky and Kahneman (1981) demonstrates that preference for a program to combat an 
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unusual Asian disease is dependent on whether the program is described in positive terms (i.e., 
lives saved) or in negative terms (i.e., lives lost). In a similar vein, Meyerowitz and Chaiken 
(1987) have shown that a negative message containing information stressing the negative 
consequences of not engaging in breast self-examination was more persuasive than the same 
information presented in terms of the gains associated with it. Although valence framing effects 
are useful in understanding choice preference reversals when information is presented in positive 
versus negative terms, this kind of framing cannot be used when alternative/competitive 
information (e.g., status vs. benefits) is emphasized in the communication of loyalty programs.  
Alternatively, emphasis framing effects are not limited to presenting exactly the same 
information but focus on a subset of potentially relevant considerations of an issue to be 
communicated (Druckman, 2004). It is a psychological process where individuals consciously 
and deliberately think about the relative importance of different considerations suggested by the 
frame (Nelson et al., 1997). Unlike valence framing, emphasis framing provides meaning to 
messages and suggests how consumers should interpret them (Nelson and Kinder, 1996). For 
example, when a political campaign is framed in economic terms it may cause voters to evaluate 
candidates based on their economic policies. Conversely, if a campaign focuses on foreign 
affairs policy voters may do the same and evaluate candidates based on the strength of their 
foreign affairs policy (Druckman, 2001). 
While the marketing literature on framing has focused mostly on valence framing effects 
(Gourville, 2003; Yi et al., 2013) we examine the effects of emphasis framing in the context of 
loyalty programs. Because hierarchical structures require an unequal allocation of symbolic and 
functional benefits to a firm’s customers we draw on the emphasis framing effect to argue that 
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customers’ responses to hierarchical loyalty programs are a function of the type of benefits 
emphasized in loyalty program messages.  
 
Loyalty program benefits 
Marketing managers use loyalty programs to boost consumer loyalty and to maximize the 
customer’s wallet share by providing multiple benefits to program members (Evanschitzky et al., 
2012; Lee et al., 2014; Mägi, 2003; Sayman and Hoch, 2014), who generally perceive the 
benefits received as a good consequence of their membership. Practitioners (Gaughan and 
Ferguson, 2005; Uddin, 2001), as well as researchers (Drèze and Nunes, 2009; Lacey et al., 
2007), have classified benefits offered in a loyalty program in two broad categories: hard 
benefits (rewards) and soft benefits (recognition). Hard benefits refer to tangible rewards that 
often include pricing or gift incentives in return for the customer’s loyalty. Examples of hard 
benefits marketers provide as a means of appreciating customers’ patronage are: special discount 
rates, late check-out options, frequent flyer points, free gifts, and personalized cents-off coupons 
(Peterson, 1995; De Wulf et al., 2001). An important characteristic of hard benefits is their 
purpose to satisfy a customer’s functional needs (Wetzel et al., 2014). 
Soft benefits, on the other hand, are often associated with special privileges such as 
exclusive check-in counters, priority on wait lists, and priority boarding. These benefits contain 
both concrete and symbolic elements. Different to hard benefits, however, soft benefits are 
intended to make the firm’s most valued customers feel unique, providing them with a sense of 
elevated status. Status is a valued benefit in itself, in that it motivates customer behavior 
(Festinger, 1954). Drèze and Nunes (2009, 2011) have shown that consumers who are assigned 
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to an elevated customer tier in a hierarchical loyalty program want to maintain their superior 
position, thus increasing patronage behavior to exhibit their higher status and retain their level.  
Related to the benefits scheme, one of the critical questions facing marketers is whether to 
adopt a functional (i.e. concrete benefits) or a symbolic (i.e. status) communication approach in 
positioning the loyalty program message. For example, Hilton Hotels and Delta Airlines have 
developed a joint campaign framing status elevation. Similarly, Turkish Airlines’ website has a 
picture of cufflinks with the airline brand and the message: “Complete your miles, keep your 
status”. On the other hand, communication from other loyalty programs, such as those from 
Virgin Airlines and Chase Credit (all shown in Appendix A), focus on more concrete benefits.  
The choice of which message frame to use is not trivial and marketers need to counter-
balance two opposing forces that operate in a loyalty program. Framing messages in terms of 
status can be a way of enticing program members to spend more (Drèze and Nunes, 2009; 
Wetzel et al., 2014) and become top-tier customers. However, the reality is that most customers 
will never be granted elevated status (Capizzi and Ferguson, 2005). The danger, therefore, is that 
these customers develop a mind-set to think about the negative consequences of being a member 
of the loyalty program and become disgruntled by unequal treatment (Fournier et al., 1998; 
Henderson et al., 2011; Steinhoff and Palmatier, 2014; Wagner et al., 2009). On the other hand, 
we propose that framing messages in terms of concrete benefits evokes in both high-frequency 
and low-frequency customers a mind-set to think about the positive consequences of being a 
loyalty program member, resulting in more favorable outcomes for the firm. 
 
Hypotheses development 
Framing status 
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Researchers have long recognized the appeal of status and have considered obtaining status in 
groups we belong to as one of the most important goals of social life (Anderson et al., 2001; 
Barkow, 1975; Hogan and Hogan, 1991). Individuals high in status receive more attention, are 
more visible, prominent, respected and held in higher regard (Anderson et al., 2001). The 
importance of having and displaying status dates back many centuries, when laws specified what 
each social class was permitted to wear (Berry, 1994; Han et al., 2010). In modern society 
consumers often seek exclusive brands in order to signal their superior social standing 
(Beverland, 2004; Han et al., 2010; O’Cass, 2004). Recognizing the appeal of high status to 
consumers many firms develop tiered levels of service and assign customers to a particular tier 
according to their spending (e.g., Lacey et al., 2007; Zeithaml et al., 2001; Homburg, et al., 
2008), where the most important consumers enjoy superior status and feel aptly rewarded. 
Status has a positional nature (Anderson et al., 2001; Heffetz and Frank, 2011) as it 
involves ranking people and conferring high and low levels of status on each individual. Status 
implies an uneven distribution of prestige and attention and, as such, in any social group there 
can only be high-status individuals if there are also low-status ones. Consequently, a status gain 
for one is usually accompanied by a status loss for another (Anderson et al., 2001; Drèze and 
Nunes, 2009; Henderson et al., 2011; Steinhoff and Palmatier, 2014). In other words, status is a 
relative concept that only exists through social comparisons. While high status is accompanied 
with positive feelings prior research has shown that consumers with low status often feel envy 
(Fiske, 1992) and even rejoice when the high status of others is compromised (Sundie et al., 
2009). Therefore, the framing of loyalty program messages in terms of status can have two 
possible outcomes depending on whether a consumer is expected to be in the bottom-tier or in 
the top-tier consumer group.  
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Messages framed in terms of status should lead low-frequency customers, who do not 
expect to qualify for a superior tier, to feel discomfort and be motivated to avoid this situation. 
These customers are likely to resent the unequal treatment due to their low status standing in the 
program hierarchy. Thus, framing status should decrease low-frequency customers’ preference 
for a hierarchical structure. In support of this, Steinhoff and Palmatier (2014) show that when 
targeted customers are provided with privileges at the expense of other customers (e.g. priority 
check-in counters) it decreases perceptions of fairness and status for those who do not receive 
these benefits. This is consistent with prior research on social comparisons, suggesting that 
upward comparisons are generally ego-deflating because they make the individual conscious of 
their inferior status and imply that they are doing poorly compared with others (Drèze and 
Nunes, 2009; Tesser, 1988). Conversely, customers who believe that a top-tier is within reach 
and those that are already top-tier customers should experience positive feelings when thinking 
about status and should be motivated to increase or maintain their firm patronage.  
 
Framing benefits 
Our key prediction is that while status is perceived as a ranking situation (Anderson et al., 2001; 
Drèze and Nunes, 2009) hard benefits are not. Concrete benefits that are created with the purpose 
of fulfilling customers’ functional needs exist without implicit reference to the benefits of other 
consumers and thus do not lead to upward/downward comparisons. For example, when a top-tier 
customer receives benefits such as additional baggage allowance on an airline travel or late 
check-out in a hotel stay, low-frequency customers are unlikely to be affected as these perks do 
not come at their expense. The fact that a high-frequency customer is not paying for excess 
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baggage has little impact on the service experience provided by the airline to low-frequency 
customers.  
Similarly, a late check-out (e.g. 2pm rather than the usual 11am) is unlikely to affect other 
customers as it is common for hotels to start their check-in at 3pm, giving housekeeping staff 
enough time to set up the room for a new customer. Certainly, firm operations and perhaps 
profits may be affected but the service experience of all other customers will not as these benefits 
are often invisible to them. However, even if these benefits are occasionally noticed by other 
customers prior research has found that low-frequency customers’ perceptions of status are not 
influenced by the visibility of such rewards (Steinhoff and Palmatier, 2014), suggesting that 
upward comparisons are not activated under such situations. Therefore, we argue that framing 
loyalty program messages in terms of concrete benefits is likely to evoke a mind-set to think 
about the potential gains associated with being a member of the loyalty program and should elicit 
positive attitudes and favorable behavior toward the firm from both top-tier and bottom tier 
customers.  
In sum, when low-frequency customers do not expect to qualify for a superior customer 
tier status-framed messages should elicit negative feelings associated with ego-depletion 
sentiment as a result of upward comparisons. On the other hand, messages framed in terms of 
concrete benefits should not elicit such comparisons and consumers should evoke a positive 
mind-set associated with the potential benefits they will receive as part of their loyalty program 
membership. In contrast, high-frequency customers who expect to quality for a superior tier and 
those who are already top-tier customers should respond positively toward loyalty program 
messages regardless of the benefits framed. For them, a status-framed message will lead to 
feelings of superiority associated with downward comparisons and messages framed in terms of 
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concrete benefits will remind them about the benefits they receive for their loyalty toward the 
firm. Therefore, based on the preceding discussion, we suggest the following hypotheses:  
H1.  Customers who do not expect to qualify for a top customer tier will respond less 
favorably to status-framed messages than to messages framed in terms of concrete 
benefits.  
 H2. Customers who expect to qualify for a top customer tier will respond equally 
favorably toward status-framed messages and concrete benefits-framed messages. 
  
Overview of experiments 
The empirical work presented in this article consists of three online studies that were designed to 
test our framework and related hypotheses. Study 1 manipulates the communication frame by 
manipulating a loyalty program advertisement message that either focused on concrete benefits 
or status. Study 2 manipulates consumers’ frame of thought by directing their attention to either 
changes in benefits or changes in status. Finally, Study 3 uses the proposed framework to 
reconcile contradictory findings from past research.  
 
Study 1 
In our first study we manipulated participants’ expectations to qualify or not for a top-tier 
customer group and then exposed them to an advertising message that was framed in terms of 
benefits or status. Similar to Häfner (2004), we used a very subtle manipulation of the main 
headline of the advertisement while keeping everything else constant. Details are provided in 
Appendix B. 
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Method 
A total of 239 participants (57 percent male, aged between 18 and 67, with a median age of 28), 
all members of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, completed this study online for a payment. 
Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions. The design was 2 (top-tier 
qualification: unlikely vs. likely) x 2 (message frame: status vs. benefits) between-subjects. 
Participants were asked to take the role of a customer who was likely or unlikely to qualify for 
top-tier status in the loyalty program of a hotel. As shown in Appendix B, the status-framed (and 
conversely the benefits-framed) advertising message read “The more you stay the greater your 
status (benefits). Always stay with us and get the status (benefits) you deserve.” After seeing the 
advertisement, participants indicated their intentions regarding the hotel and the choice process, 
as well as their expectations and feelings about the hotel. Specifically, they indicated how likely 
they would be to choose that hotel (1 “very unlikely” to 7 “very likely”) and how likely they 
would be to check other hotels before deciding (1 “very unlikely” to 7 “very likely”). 
Subsequently, participants indicated their agreement on a seven-point scale (1 “strongly disagree 
to 7 “strongly agree”) with the following statements: “I feel good about this hotel”, “My status at 
this hotel will be high”, and “I expect to enjoy many benefits from this loyalty program”. Finally, 
participants responded to questions that described their demographic profile, the frequency with 
which they stayed at hotels, and their participation in loyalty programs. 
 
Results 
In our sample 25 percent of participants indicated that they stay in hotels more than three times a 
year. Twenty-eight percent stayed two to three times a year, 26 percent once a year and 21 
percent less than once a year. Sixty-five percent actively participated in at least one loyalty 
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program and 20 percent were active members of a hotel loyalty program. None of our results 
were affected by any of these variables. 
Hotel choice and search. An ANOVA on likelihood to search for other hotels revealed a 
significant interaction (F(1, 235) = 6.29, p < .05). Among those customers that expected to 
qualify for a top-tier customer group message framing had no impact (Mbenefits = 5.20 vs. Mstatus = 
4.86, F(1, 235) = 1.35, p > .20). In contrast, low-frequency customers who did not expect to 
qualify for a top-tier customer group were more likely to decide to search for other hotels when 
exposed to a status-framed versus benefits-framed message (Mbenefits = 4.38 vs. Mstatus = 5.10, 
F(1, 235) = 5.80, p < .05). Results for hotel choice had a consistent pattern, but the interaction 
was not significant (F(1, 235) = 1.78, p > .15). Among those customers who expected to qualify 
for top-tier there was no difference in likelihood of choosing the hotel (Mbenefits = 5.20 vs. Mstatus 
= 5.20, F(1, 235) = .01, NS). In contrast, those who saw an advertisement message framing 
benefits were more likely to choose the hotel than those who saw a status-framed message 
(Mbenefits = 5.50 vs. Mstatus = 4.95, F(1, 235) = 4.08, p < .05) when they did not expect to qualify 
for the top-tier customer group.  
Feelings and expectations about the hotel. Separate ANOVAs on feelings about the hotel 
and perceptions of status revealed significant interactions (feelings: F(1, 235) = 5.92, p < .05; 
status: F(1, 235) = 3.92, p < .05). As with the previous measures, high frequency customers show 
equally positive responses to both advertisement framing (both p > .15). On the other hand, 
customers reacted more positively toward a benefits-framed than a status-framed message when 
they did not expect to qualify (feelings: Mbenefits = 5.70 vs. Mstatus = 5.22, F(1, 235) = 3.98, p < 
.05; status: Mbenefits = 5.45 vs. Mstatus = 4.83, F(1, 235) = 7.41, p < .01). There was no effect on 
perceptions of benefits (all p > .15). All results are presented in Table 1. 
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<Insert Table 1 about here> 
 
Discussion 
In Study 1 we assessed participants’ reactions to two loyalty program advertising messages for a 
hotel. We find support for our prediction that consumers’ responses to hierarchical program 
structures are a function of the expectation to qualify or not for a top-tier customer group and 
whether customers see a loyalty program message framed in terms of status or concrete benefits. 
In particular, we have shown that participants who expected to qualify for top-tier status were 
equally favorable toward a hotel regardless of whether the message was framed in terms of status 
or benefits (H2). On the other hand, participants not expecting to qualify showed different 
responses depending on whether they were exposed to messages framed in terms of status or 
concrete benefits. Consistent with our hypothesis (H1), participants who expected to remain as a 
low-frequency customer showed a lower likelihood to choose the hotel with a hierarchical 
loyalty program and more negative feelings in the status versus the benefits condition. 
 
Study 2 
We have proposed that top-tier customers and those who expect to soon be a member of the top-
tier customer group would have similar reactions to a hierarchical loyalty program structure. For 
both groups hierarchy is positive regardless of whether they have a mind-set to think about 
concrete benefits or status at the time of judgment. On the other hand, message framing is 
relevant for low-frequency customers who do not expect to qualify for a superior customer tier. 
In Study 1 we compared bottom-tier customers who differed on whether or not they expected to 
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eventually qualify for top-tier status. Differently, in the current study, we examine consumers’ 
favorability to hierarchical loyalty programs and their perceptions of status versus benefits after 
they have been categorized by the firm as top-tier customers or as a customer who has not been 
categorized as, and does not expect to qualify for, a top-tier customer group.  
We present participants with a situation in which a firm introduces a hierarchy into their 
loyalty program structure, such that participants are classified as either bottom-tier customers or 
top-tier customers based on their purchase history. After answering a series of questions that 
primed the concept of status or benefits, participants responded to questions regarding their 
favorability toward the program. For participants in the bottom-tier customer group condition we 
predict that a mind-set to think about benefits will lead to a positive reaction toward the loyalty 
program. In contrast, we predict that priming bottom-tier customers to think about status will 
lead to negative reactions toward the program. 
 
Method 
A total of 140 United States’ (US) residents, all members of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (55 
percent male, aged between 18 and 67, with a median age of 30), completed this study online for 
a payment. All participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions. In Study 2 we 
employed a 2 (customer group: top-tier vs. bottom-tier) x 2 (priming: status vs. benefits) 
between-subjects factorial design. All participants read the following: “Consider that you are a 
customer of an airline that has had a loyalty program for years. Recently, they decided to use 
customers’ spending history to introduce gold and silver status. Customers that qualify will 
receive exclusive benefits.” For the first factor those in the top-tier customer group condition 
further read that they traveled with the airline often and that they would qualify for gold status. 
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In contrast, participants in the bottom-tier customer group condition read that they did not travel 
with the airline enough, so at that moment they would not qualify for gold or silver status. We 
made a point of referring once to status and once to benefits in the scenario to avoid a strong 
focus on one or the other prior to manipulating customers’ frame of thought. 
To manipulate the frame of thought we asked participants in all conditions to respond to 
three questions that would either prime them to think about status or benefits when answering 
questions regarding the loyalty program. In the status priming condition participants were asked 
to indicate their status perception after being classified as a top-tier or bottom-tier customer on 
three, nine-point scales. Specifically, the scales used were: “I will feel” (1 “less special” to 9 
“more special”), “My status will be” (1 “lower” to 9 “higher”) and “My prestige with this airline 
will” (1 “decrease” to 9 “increase”). Because the Cronbach’s alpha was .96 and all correlations 
were higher than .90 we averaged the three-item scale into a single measure of perceived status. 
On the other hand, in the benefits condition, participants were asked to indicate their 
reactions on three, nine-point scales about the functional benefits they expected to receive as a 
member of the loyalty program. Specifically, the scales used were: “The points that I get each 
time will” (1 “decrease” to 9 “increase”), “The rewards that I get will be” (1 “lower” to 9 
“higher”) and “The benefits that I receive will” (1 “decrease” to 9 “increase”). Similarly, we 
averaged the three-item scale to form a single measure of perceived benefits (Cronbach’s Alpha 
= .97; correlations higher than .90). After answering the priming questions all participants 
indicated their favorability toward the initiative on two, nine-point scales (Cronbach’s Alpha = 
.84): “Overall, it will be” (1 “bad for me” to 9 “good for me”), “It is a” (1 “bad initiative” to 9 
“good initiative”). Participants completed the study by indicating their gender and age. 
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It should be noted that status and benefits measures play two roles in this study. First, they 
are used as a priming manipulation for our key dependent variable: favorability toward the 
loyalty program. Second, they measure perceptions of changes in status and benefits. In this 
second regard, we note that participants respond to either status or benefits measures, so the 
study may be viewed as two single-factor designs embedded within the overall two by two 
design. 
 
Results 
Favorability toward the hierarchical structure. We predicted that bottom-tier customers’ evoked 
frame of thought at the time of judgment would have an impact on responses toward loyalty 
programs. As can be seen in Figure 1, results were supportive of our predictions. An ANOVA 
revealed a main effect for customer tier (Ftier(1, 136) = 92.30, p < .001) as well as an interaction 
(F(1, 136) = 3.90, p < .05) between framing and customer tier. Consistent with H2, top-tier 
customers were not affected by the priming manipulation (Mstatus = 7.87 vs. Mbenefits = 7.67, F(1, 
136) = .27, p > .50), but bottom-tier customers were more favorable toward the initiative when 
they were primed to think about benefits rather than status (Mstatus = 4.77 vs. Mbenefits = 5.63, F(1, 
136) = 5.13, p < .05), thus supporting H1. 
 
<Insert Figure 1 about here> 
 
Bottom-tier customers’ perceptions. We hypothesized that when bottom-tier customers do 
not expect to qualify for a top customer tier they tend to respond less favorably toward 
hierarchical loyalty programs when thinking about status rather than concrete benefits. We argue 
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that because status is naturally a zero-sum attribute, where the gain of one person is usually 
associated with the loss of another (Steinhoff and Palmatier, 2014), the introduction of a top-tier 
customer group would create an increase in status for those classified as top-tier customers but 
decrease the status perception for bottom-tier customers. In contrast, a mind-set to think about 
benefits is less likely to generate zero-sum comparisons. As a result, bottom-tier customers’ 
perceptions about the benefits they receive from a loyalty program should not be affected when 
primed to think about concrete benefits.  
To test for our prediction we compared bottom-tier customers’ perceptions of status and 
perceptions of benefits to the mid-point (5) of the scale as a comparison standard. This was 
possible because the scales used indicate the change in status perceptions as they go from 
less/lower/decrease to more/higher/increase. Similarly, perception of benefits scales go from 
decrease/lower/decrease to increase/higher/increase. These imply not only that the midpoint of 
the scale indicates no change in status (benefits) but also that ratings above 5 represent an 
increase in status (benefits) perception and ratings below 5 represent a decrease in status 
(benefits) perception. We conducted two, one sample t-tests with 5 as the comparison value. As 
predicted, perceptions of status decreased (Mstatus = 3.58, t(34) = 8.10, p < .001) but there was no 
change in perception of benefits for bottom-tier customers (Mbenefits = 5.37, t(34) = .92, NS). 
Top-tier customers’ status versus benefits perceptions. On the other hand, we have argued 
that top-tier customers will be affected positively by loyalty program communication regardless 
of how it is framed. When thinking about status these customers will feel positive about their 
relative, superior standing and respond favorably toward hierarchical loyalty programs. When 
thinking about benefits they receive these customers’ patronage is reinforced and they are 
reminded about the benefits of their loyalty program membership. To test for top-tier customer 
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positivism toward loyalty programs we conducted two, one-sample t-tests with 5 as the 
comparison value. Our results supported predictions showing that perceptions of status (Mstatus = 
7.77, t(34) = 18.85, p < .001) as well as perceptions of benefits increased for participants 
classified as top-tier customers (Mbenefits = 7.40, t(34) = 12.46, p < .001).  
 
Discussion 
In Study 2 we make important contributions to our investigation. First, we directly show that the 
introduction of tiers above one’s level reduces perceptions of status, but it has no impact on the 
perception of benefits. As reasoned, status only exists through ranking, so when the status of 
some customers is lifted others feel their own status has been reduced. In contrast, benefits are 
not perceived this way. Directing participants’ attention to the benefits they receive, like the 
points awarded on each trip, does not lead to upward comparisons and, consequently, to negative 
reactions. Benefits given to some are not spontaneously viewed as coming at the expense of 
others. As a consequence, bottom-tier customers with a mind-set to think about the benefits they 
receive were more favorable toward the hierarchical structure than those thinking about status. 
On the other hand, frames of thought had only positive impact on top-tier consumers; whether 
they thought about status or benefits top-tier customers were equally favorable toward the 
introduction of the gold and silver status in the program. 
 
Study 3 
Drèze and Nunes (2009) showed that the presence of tiers above one’s level decreases perception 
of status. However, in a choice task involving hotels that only differed in terms of the presence 
of top-tiers in their loyalty programs they show that low-frequency customers overwhelmingly 
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prefer a hiearchical loyalty program structure. This is surprising given that perceptions of lower 
status should have led low-frequency customers to prefer an egalitarian structure. Indeed, Drèze 
and Nunes (2009) could not offer a definitive explanation for their findings, which was also 
considered puzzling in a recent review of the loyalty programs literature (Henderson et al., 
2011). 
In our final study we use our framework to help explain this interesting finding. In Drèze 
and Nunes’ (2009) studies, in which perceptions of status were measured, participants were 
explicitly asked about status and, importantly, no information about benefits to top-tier 
customers was provided. According to our hypothesis this fosters a mind-set to think about 
status, which reduces the attractiveness of a hierarchical loyalty program for low-frequency 
customers when they do not expect to qualify for a top-tier membership. However, in their 
choice study, where benefits were listed, participants were explicitly asked about expected 
benefits but not status. As argued, this takes participants’ focus away from inequality 
considerations making hierarchical loyalty programs more attractive. 
We adapt the scenario used in Drèze and Nunes (2009) to directly test this hypothesis in a 
similar context to the one used by them. All participants take the role of bottom-tier customers 
who do not expect to qualify for top-tier status. Customer focus (status vs. benefits) is 
manipulated in two ways. First, we manipulate it by either referring to status or benefits 
throughout the scenario. Second, we either provide a list of benefits or not. We expect that each 
of these will have an impact on preferences for a hierarchical structure. In line with our 
hypotheses we expect that when the scenario refers to benefits – rather than status – there will be 
a stronger preference for a hierarchical program. Similarly, when benefits are listed participants’ 
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attention to benefits will increase, which should also lead to a stronger preference for a 
hierarchical program. Therefore we hypothesize two main effects, but no interaction. 
 
Method 
A total of 182 participants (51 percent male, aged between 18 and 68, with a median age of 29), 
all members of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, completed this study online for a payment. 
Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (benefits: listed vs. not 
listed) × 2 (customer focus: status vs. benefits) between-subjects design. All participants read the 
following hotel choice scenario (adapted from Drèze and Nunes, 2009): “Consider the following 
situation: You began a job that requires some traveling. In order to make traveling arrangements, 
the company’s travel agent asked you which of two hotel chains you would prefer to take 
whenever possible. The hotel chains are very good and very similar. Each has a different loyalty 
program, but your travel agent wasn’t aware about the details of each program, except for the 
following information…” In the benefits condition participants read that Hotel Chain A offered 
some exclusive benefits to their top 15 percent of customers, whereas at Hotel Chain B all 
customers had equal benefits. In the status condition participants read that at Hotel Chain A the 
top 15 percent of customers were granted gold status, which entitled them to exclusive benefits, 
whereas at Hotel Chain B all customers had the same status. 
As a second factor we manipulated whether benefits were listed. We did this to more 
closely match the conditions studied by Drèze and Nunes (2009), who presented participants 
with a list of benefits in their choice study but not in their status studies. Those in the listed 
condition read that “… benefits include: priority seating at the hotel restaurants, 35 percent 
bonus points, exclusive preferred member check-in counter, 2pm late checkout upon request.” 
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Finally, all participants were asked to consider that they did not expect to be doing a lot of 
traveling and therefore should not expect to qualify as being in Hotel A’s 15 percent of top 
customers. Participants were then asked to indicate which hotel they would choose. 
 
Results and discussion 
We ran a logistic regression to test the impact of the two factors. As can be seen in Figure 2, 
consistent with our hypotheses and with our previous results, when status was made more salient 
45 percent of participants chose the hotel with an egalitarian structure (Hotel A) compared to 71 
percent who chose the hierarchical hotel when status was not salient (χ2(1) = 14.20, p < .001). 
We also found that listing benefits increased preference for the hierarchical hotel (68 percent vs. 
48 percent, χ2(1) = 7.45, p < .01). This is consistent with the idea that increasing a focus on 
benefits decreases status considerations, which reduces preferences for an egalitarian structure. 
This is also in line with research showing that increasing the number of positive cues (number of 
benefits) increases attitude toward an object (Cacioppo and Petty, 1989), in this case the 
hierarchical hotel. Furthermore, Drèze and Nunes’ (2009) final study reports that 77 percent of 
bottom-tier participants indicated a preference for a hierarchical structure. Similarly, our results 
reveal an 84 percent choice share when benefits were listed and there was no reference to status 
– a condition that more closely mimics Drèze and Nunes’ (2009) study.  
 
< Insert Figure 2 here > 
 
It is important to note that we did not predict an interaction. The motivation to include a 
list of benefits as a second manipulation factor was merely to closely re-examine Drèze and 
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Nunes’ (2009) findings by generating comparable results. There was no interaction (χ2(1) = 1.79, 
p > .15), suggesting that manipulation effects were additive with little overlap. In other words, 
referring to benefits rather than status increases preferences for a hierarchical structure, possibly 
because without considerations about inequality consumers focus on the potential of qualifying 
in the future. Additionally, participants may infer that a hotel with a hierarchical program is more 
likely to be of higher quality, and referring to a list of benefits for the elite tier may further 
increase this perception. 
 
General discussion 
Summary of findings 
Despite the apparent benefits, academics have long called for attention to the potential negative 
impact of the differential treatment many firms give to their customers (Fournier et al., 1998; 
Kumar and Shah, 2004). Indeed, research has documented negative effects of a loyalty 
program’s hierarchical structure on purchases (Wagner et al., 2009) and perceptions of status 
(Drèze and Nunes, 2009). As a result, marketing academics have acknowledged the importance 
of being able to reward heavy users without demotivating light and moderate users (Bijmolt et 
al., 2010; Henderson et al., 2011). In the current research we examine this issue by focusing on 
the impact that communication framing may have on customers’ responses to loyalty programs. 
Drawing on the emphasis framing effect, which suggests that individuals consciously and 
deliberately think about the relative importance of different informational cues before responding 
to loyalty program messages, we investigated the effect of status-framed versus benefits-framed 
messages on low-frequency customers to hierarchical structures. In a series of three studies we 
show that prompting low-frequency consumers to think about concrete benefits, rather than 
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status, alleviates many of their negative perceptions about a hierarchical loyalty program 
structure. 
We have argued that status is closely linked to the idea of ranking and hierarchy (Anderson 
et al., 2001; Drèze and Nunes, 2009) and, as such, thinking about it creates an uneasy feeling 
among low-frequency consumers who tend to feel inferior compared to top-tier customers. 
Although concrete benefits and status go together in a loyalty program we have proposed that 
thinking about functional benefits does not have a negative conotation; because rewards are not 
necessarily linked to customer ranking, thinking about differences among customers in terms of 
functional benefits does not create a sense of inferiority for those at the bottom of the hierarchy. 
While increased status for some implies decreased status for others better benefits for some are 
not generally viewed as causing a reduction in benefits for another group.  
We began our investigation by showing potential customers of a loyalty program an 
advertising message that was either framed in terms of status or benefits. Consistent with our 
predictions, we found that customers who did not expect to qualify for a superior tier preferred a 
loyalty program that communicated a message referring to potential benefits rather than potential 
status. Customers who expected to become top-tier customers responded positively regardless of 
the message frame used. In study, we directly tested our premise that a gain in status (but not in 
benefits) for some implies a reduction for others. Supporting our predictions, low-frequency 
customers who did not expect to qualify for a top-tier customer group expected to lose status and 
consequently liked the loyalty program less when thinking about status. In contrast, low-
frequency customers who thought about benefits expected no change and did not react negatively 
toward the company. As in Study 1, top-tier customers were equally pleased by either type of 
framing. 
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Theoretical implications 
Loyalty programs are clearly a topic of interest to marketing academics. A search on Google 
Scholar for the expression “loyalty programs” returned over 7,000 results. While considerable 
research has looked at the intended consequences of these programs, such as customer lifetime 
value (Allaway et al., 2006; Bolton et al., 2000; Meyer-Waarden, 2008), retention (Lewis, 2004; 
Verhoef, 2003) and relationship commitment (Palmatier et al., 2007), only scant attention has 
been given to the unintended by-products of such programs (Fournier et al., 1998; Wagner et al., 
2009). Indeed, in a recent review of the loyalty literature, Henderson et al. (2011) ask researchers 
to take a broader perspective considering cross-customer effects. Our research is an important 
step in this direction. 
With our conceptualization we are able to explain a puzzling result from previous research, 
as pointed out in a recent review of loyalty programs (Henderson et al., 2011). Consistent with 
the notion that status involves ranking people (Anderson et al., 2001) Drèze and Nunes (2009) 
found that adding tiers below one’s current category increases perception of status, but adding 
tiers above decreases perceptions of status. However, in a separate study, despite presumed 
feelings of reduced prestige caused by tiers above, low-frequency customers still indicated a 
preference for a hotel whose loyalty program had multiple tiers over one that had no tiers. The 
authors speculated that perhaps a hierarchy gives consumers something to aim for, even when 
there is only a small chance of achieving superior status, or perhaps that consumers just believed 
that those that consume more deserve more.  
This apparent contradiction can be easily explained using our framework as shown in our 
third study. When Drèze and Nunes’ (2009) studies focused on status (studies 3 and 4) there was 
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a negative impact for the presence of superior tiers on low-frequency customers. In contrast, 
when participants were not asked about status, but rather were asked about benefits, superior 
tiers had no negative impact. Taking this line of thought, research on consumers’ reactions to 
promotions in which they are not targeted (Darke and Dahl, 2003; Feinberg et al., 2002) may 
inspire future work on the unintended consequences of loyalty programs’ hierarchical structures. 
For example, although customers react negatively to differential pricing when they pay a higher 
price than someone else their negative reactions are mitigated when a logical reason could be 
attributed to it (Darke and Dahl, 2003). Future researchers may therefore examine the role of 
perceptions of fairness in hierarchical loyalty programs. 
Lastly, while the marketing literature on framing has focused mostly on valence framing 
effects (Gourville, 2003; Yi et al., 2013), to our knowledge, the current research is the first to 
show an emphasis framing effect on customers’ responses to loyalty programs. Unlike valence 
framing, emphasis framing effects are not limited to presenting exactly the same information but 
focus on a subset of potentially relevant considerations of an issue to be communicated 
(Druckman, 2004). This opens a new avenue for future researchers who wish to further 
understand how emphasis framing effects work in the loyalty program domain. In our research 
we have focused on status versus benefits as frames that suggest how customers should interpret 
loyalty program messages. Future research could further explore other message cues that may 
suggest different customer responses to loyalty programs.  
 
Managerial implications 
As illustrated by JetBlue’s “no first class, no second class citizens” motto, some companies 
recognize the potential negative impact of a hierarchical structure on low-frequency customers. 
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Although different factors, such as loyalty program rules, industry type, number of tiers, 
frequency, type and size of rewards, may all play a role in shaping perceptions of a hierarchical 
loyalty program by low-frequency customers, we offer one simple solution to alleviate negative 
perceptions: when communicating their loyalty program to prospective and low-frequency 
customers firms should steer away from referring to status. Even though different tiers clearly 
indicate different levels of benefits and status our research shows that unless there is an explicit 
reference to status consumers do not naturally think about it and its potential negative 
consequences. However, when they do, low-frequency customers view themselves as being less 
important to the firm, leading to them liking the firm less and higher intentions to choose a 
different company. 
Firms communicate with customers through different media. When this communication 
occurs through personalized channels, such as salespeople, service representatives and direct 
mailing, firms can customize their message to have a better fit with their target audience. In this 
situation it is easier to ensure that messages communicating the value of a loyalty program center 
on benefits without pointing to elevated status with increased consumption. On the other hand, 
when the interaction happens through mass media, such as TV commercials and magazine ads, it 
may be difficult to separate low-frequency and high-frequency customers. In this case, we 
suggest that the preferred approach is to avoid framing messages in terms of status; while low-
frequency customers react more positively to a message framed in terms of benefits, high-
frequency customers seem to respond equally favorably to both status- and benefits-framed 
messages. As such, there is no conflict between targets when a message refers to benefits, which 
in turn should lead to a more positive response overall. 
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Limitations and future research 
Every work has limitations and ours is no exception. First, we should acknowledge that scenarios 
used in all studies were hypothetical. Although scenario-based studies enable operationalization 
of conceptual variables, there were no consequences arising from participants’ decisions as 
dependent variables were measured in terms of intentions and perceptions which may not 
correspond with actual behavior. Scenario-based studies, however, provide the necessary levels 
of control that cannot be achieved by other means. In order to increase external validity of our 
findings, future research could recruit real customers, members of a hierarchical loyalty program, 
in order to record their behavior and responses to different message frames.  
Another limitation relates to the proposed hypothesis that when consumers have a mind 
set to think about status, they are likely to perceive loyalty programs as a ranking system and, 
therefore, more likely to engage in social comparisons. On the other hand, a focus on functional 
benefits or rewards does not elicit such ranking inferences. Despite that our studies show a very 
consistently pattern of results supporting our hypotheses, we did not present evidence of 
consumers’ explicit psychological processes indicating that participants indeed went through this 
line of reasoning. Future research could specifically test psychological paths by which 
consumers undertake evaluations of loyalty programs.  
Furthermore, some methodological limitations should be noted. For instance, in Study 1 
we relied on single-item scales as measurement for our dependent variables. Although some 
authors argue in favor of multiple-item measurement (e.g., Churchill 1979), Bergkvist and 
Rossiter (2007) have shown that single-item scales have equal predictive validity as multiple-
item measures. Indeed, the use of single-item scales is not ideal for all constructs and in all 
situations, but as argued by Rossiter (2002), “relatively few marketing constructs have attributes 
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that are eliciting, yet the traditional scale development procedure assumes that all attributes are 
of this type” (p. 316). Constructs measured as dependent variables in Study 1 (liking, status 
perception, and perceived gains in terms of benefits) can be classified as concrete constructs (see 
Rossiter 2002 for details typology of constructs) and therefore should be measured with single-
item scales; in this context, they are as valid as multiple-item scales. To be sure, we addressed 
this limitation in Study 2 and used multiple-item scales to measure our dependent variables. As 
expected, scale measurement did not influence results and Study 2 findings were consistent with 
those presented in our first study.  
Finally, it should be also noted that no manipulation checks verifying whether participants 
correctly understood the scenarios were recorded in studies 1 and 3. As stated by Sternthal et al. 
(1987), manipulation checks are a common practice amongst those researchers adopting a 
confirmatory approach to theory testing but as these authors suggest “there is no one set of 
procedures that ensures an adequate test of theory” (p. 114). Although manipulation checks can 
be of value in enhancing the rigor of a theory test, they certainly do not ensure the rigor of a 
theory test as they may not rule out alternative explanations for the research findings. In our 
research we adopted a comparative approach to theory testing (Sternthal et al. 1987) which 
suggests that a rigorous test of theory is one that rules out rival explanations. In the current 
research we demonstrate that prior theory suggesting that low-frequency customers should 
always respond positively to hierarchical loyalty program structures cannot account for the data 
presented in our studies. In contrast, across three studies we show converging evidence that low-
frequency customer responses to hierarchical loyalty programs is dependent on whether they 
enter the evaluation process with a mind set to think about status or functional benefits. 
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Conclusion 
Marketing academics have acknowledged the importance of being able to reward top 
customers without demotivating light and moderate users. Our research is the first to provide a 
solution to this issue. We have argued that low-frequency customers who do not expect to 
qualify for a superior customer tier tend to reject hierarchical programs when thinking about 
status. In contrast, when these customers think about concrete rewards, loyalty program 
messages produce no negative reactions. Based on the present findings, we conclude that high-
frequency customers are positively affected by communication regardless of the type of benefit 
emphasized in the message. However, when firms communicate with low-frequency customers, 
they should avoid promising status; instead, customers should be motivated based on concrete 
rewards.  
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Appendix A  
 
Examples of loyalty program communication 
 
 
Turkish Airlines – framing of status  
 
 
 
 
Hilton Hotels and Delta airlines – framing of status  
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Virgin Blue – framing of benefits (rewards)  
 
 
 
 
Chase – framing of benefits (rewards) 
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Appendix B.  
Scenario for Study 1 
Consider you are going on a trip and trying to decide which hotel to choose. Although you have 
not taken advantage of this in the past, you have noticed that many hotels have loyalty programs 
to try to gain customers’ preferences. Some, but not all, of these hotel chains divide their 
customers on different levels, such as regular and gold. 
[High-frequency condition]: You travel very much, so you know that it is very likely that you 
would eventually qualify for gold level. 
[Low-frequency condition]: You don’t travel that much, so you know that it is unlikely that you 
would ever qualify for gold level. Still, you travel enough that you can benefit from a loyalty 
program. 
On the next screen, you will see the ad for a hotel that has a loyalty program with multiple levels. 
[High-frequency condition]: Please consider 1) the hotel is within your budget, and 2) you expect 
to eventually qualify for a top level in the loyalty program. 
[Low-frequency condition]: Please consider 1) the hotel is within your budget, and 2) you expect 
to stay in the basic level of the loyalty program. 
   
 Status advertisement                                                Benefits advertisement  
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Table 1. 
Results of Study 1 
Tier Framing 
Choose 
hotel 
Search 
other hotels 
Hotel 
Liking 
Expected 
Status 
Expected 
Benefits 
High-
frequency 
            
Status 5.20 5.20 5.60 5.39 5.48 
Benefits 5.20 4.86 5.23 5.39 5.64 
Low-
frequency  
           
Status 4.95* 5.10* 5.22* 4.83* 5.32 
Benefits 5.50 4.38 5.70 5.45 5.61 
* p < .05 in a comparison between status and benefits conditions. 
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Figure 1. 
Favorability to the introduction of top tiers (Study 2)  
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Figure 2. 
Choice of the hotel by low-frequency customers (Study 3) 
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